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Women's Rights Take Their Place
at the Top of the Human Rights Agenda

“Whenyouwere at your mother’s house
You ate honey

And put cream on your cheeks

And now you eat strawberries,

And on your cheeks, slaps and fists.”

from a wedding ritual in rural Romania
Gail Kligman, Wedding of the Dead

From historical references in
literature to countless stories of
women’s lives in Romania today, it is
clear that domestic violence is a serious
and pervasive problem rooted deeply
in Romanian culture. InJanuary 1995,
Minnesota Advocates for Human
Rights will release its report Lifting the
Last Curtain: Domestic Violence in
Romania. The report concludes that
Romania is failing to meet its obliga-
tions under international human rights
instruments to work to prevent domes-
tic violence and prosecute perpetrators
of this crime.

The report is the culmination of two
years of background research and
factfinding in Romania in conjunction
with women’s human rights advocates
from Bucharest. The report docu-
ments many personal stories of women
assaulted in their homes, told both by
the victims themselves and by medical
and legal professionals from whom the
victims sought help. The report de-
scribes an interview with a journalist to
discuss the treatment of domestic vio-

lence in the media. The journalist
described not only the indifference iof
the Romanian media to victims of do-
mestic violence, but several brutal sto-
ries of domestic assault suffered by the
journalist's friends and family.

Lifting the Last Curtain describes the
Romanian laws pertinent to domestic
assault and the ineffectiveness of the
prosecution of those laws by Roma-
nian law enforcement officials. The
reportalso discusses Romania’s failure
to protect the rights of women under
international human rights instruments.

Minnesota Advocates is working with
women in Romania and three other
Eastern European countries - Albania,
Bulgaria and Slovakia - to investigate
and confront domestic violence as a
violation of women’s human rights.
Minnesota Advocates is assisting East-
ern European women in using the hu-
man rights mechanisms of the United
Nations to enforce women’s human
rights. In particular, Minnesota Ad-
vocates has notified the recently ap-
pointed United Nations Special
Rapporteur on Violence Against
Women, Radhika Coomaraswamy, (see
box, above right) of its work in Eastern
Europe. As part of her mandate, the
Special Rapporteur will receive and
analyze information from nongovern-
mental organizations regarding vio-
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Rapporteur on Women

The recent appointment of a Special
Rapporteur on Violence against Women
by the United Nations Commission on
Human Rights marks a significant de-
velopment in the recognition of the
human rights of women. Violence
against women and girls remains a
pervasivereality throughout the world.
Through the appointment of a Special
Rapporteur, all forms of violence
against women will receive particular
attention at the United Nations as vio-
lations of the human rights of women.

The mandate of the Special Rapporteur
is to gather from governments, human
rights groups and women’s groups
information on the incidence and forms
of violence against women. Sheisalso
responsible for recommending mea-
sures to eliminate violence against
women, address its causes and remedy
its consequences.

The Special Rapporteur is Radhika
Coomaraswamy, the Director of the
International Centre for Ethnic Studies
in Sri Lanka. @ '
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Director's Desk & Newsnotes

From the Director's Desk

I am not of the opinion that we should take our marbles and go home
now that the political winds have shifted to the right in this country. Human
rights is not a partisan issue. The notion that government should stay out
of people’s lives, which seems to be the theme song of the new Republican
majority in Congress, is central to internationally guaranteed civil and
political rights. Free speech, free religion, free press, freedom from
torture. It’s all part of a continuum.

In this spirit, let us not stop in our march ahead toward U.S. ratification of
important human rights treaties. First on the list this Congress should be
the Women’s Convention (full name: Convention on the Elimination of all
Forms of Discrimination against Women). Last September, before Jesse
Helms took the chair, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee reported
favorably on this Convention. The Convention is now ready for ratification
by a two-thirds vote of the full Senate.

The Women’s Convention is, according to an editorial in the Arizona
Republic, “an outline of minimal standards of decency in the treatment of
women.” It obligates states to take appropriate measures to eliminate
discrimination against women in political and public life, education,
employment, health care, commercial transactions and the law. Its
principles are as basic as our own Bill of Rights.

Ratifying the Women's Convention will allow the U.S. to participate fully
in the international arena with the 136 other nations that have already
ratified this treaty. This means when we go to Beijing in September the U.S.
government delegation and U.S.-based NGOs can speak with credibility in
promoting the rights of women around the globe. Instead, we are sitting
on the sidelines in the company of Saudi Arabia and Sudan, among the
countries which have not yet ratified.

In the past decade the U.S. has begun to play catch up with the rest of the
world by ratifying several important human rights treaties - treaties against
genocide, torture and race discrimination, and the main treaty protecting
civil and political rights. Sure, the U.S. has legally gutted many of these
treaties with reservations and understandings. We are mouthing the words
with our fingers crossed behind our back.

Still, I believe that the powerful language of these treaties cannot be
ignored. It is the language of freedom.

Freedomisneither a partisan nor a gender-based issue. Ratify the Women’s
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Newsnotes and
Thanks

Congratulations to David Weissbrodt
on his re-appointment as a public mem-
ber to the U.S. delegation to the 1995
U.N. Commission on Human Rights
in Geneva,

Longtime Minnesota Advocates friend
Elizabeth Bruch has returned to the
Minnesota Advocates office, after
teaching international law in the Slo-
vak Republic, to work as a consultant
on the Haiti Project.

Thanks to Minnesota Advocates mem-
ber Earl Colborn for his gift of an
adding machine.

Thanks to the law firm of Fredrikson
& Byron for donating more than 100
hours of word processing and com-
puter scanning staff time.

Thanks to the accounting firm of
Coopers & Lybrand for contributing
the skills of several data entry and
accounting professionals. W
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Death Penalty Defense Project / Women's Rights

Women in the
Workplace

In communities around
the globe, women are
being called upon to
make greater contribu-
tions to support their
families.

B Top: In El Salvador,
i women voluntarily re-
patriated from Hondu-
ras are able to supple-
L ment their family in-
comes by making fish-
ing nets.

Bottom: In Croatia,
Bosnian women in a
refugee camp are shown
participating in a knit-
ting and sewing class.

Popham, Haik Team Succeeds in Vacating

Death Sentence

Six years after his conviction,
on December 20, 1994, a Florida trial
court vacated the death sentence of
Donald Gunsby based on inadequate
assistance of counsel in the original
penalty phase. The court found that
the prosecutor misrepresented Mr.
Gunsby’s criminal history and that
Gunsby’s trial lawyer failed to present
adequate evidence to the jury that the
defendant was mentally retarded, suf-
fering serious organic brain damage.

Ateamofvolunteer lawyersat the Popham
Haik law firm successfully brought the
motion to vacate Mr. Gunsby’s sentence.
Mr. Gunsby will receive a new penalty
hearing in Florida trial court.

Two public defenders withdrew from
representing Mr. Gunsby, who was

indicted for first-degree murder in May
1988. The original trial court then
appointed as his counsel a sole practi-
tioner less than one year out of law
school. The lawyer had never tried a
capital case. He spent a total of 13
hours preparing the penalty phase of
Mr. Gunsby’s trial, and admitted in a
deposition thatit “wasall newtome...”.

The court, in vacating the death pen-
alty against Mr. Gunsby stated that
“the failure of [the trial attorney] to
have Mr. Gunsby examined by quali-
fied mental health experts concerning
... his mental condition, ... and to
accurately present that mitigating evi-
dence to the jury ... constituted an
error so serious that Mr. Gunsby was
denied the counsel guaranteed by the
Sixth Amendment.” B
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Domestic Violence Project
continued from page 1

lence against women. Minnesota Ad-
vocates will provide its findings on
domestic violence in Eastern Europe
for use by the Special Rapporteur in
formulating recommendations.

Minnesota Advocates is also working
to prepare a delegation for the United
Nations Fourth World Conference on
Women in Beijing in August 1995.
The Beijing delegation will work with
Eastern European women’s advocates
to ensure that their goals and concerns
are well represented at the world con-
ference. B







